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ABSTRACT

THE SEMANTIC DIFFERENTIAL:
A MEASUREMENT OF MEANING IN ONE SCHOOL'S MISSION

EMILY A. STULL

October 12,2012
Leadership Application Project (EDC 585)

This research describes the use of a semantic differential to measure the
differences in stakeholders'perceptions of one school's mission. The study
examines informal participant observations and data from the semantic
differential to provide empirical evidence that supports Terry's (1993) leadership
diagnostic. The findings reveal significant differences between teacher role and
other stakeholders' perceptions of mission implying the importance of shared
meaning among school stakeholders: increased organizational health and student
achievement.

llt

TABLE OF CONTENTS
ABSTRACT
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
LIST OF TABLES
LIST OF FIGURES
CHAPTER.....

11

lu
V

vl
1

l.INTRODUCTION

I

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

6

Leadership

6

A systems approach....

6

Leadership framework..

I

Effective Leadership

t2

Mission

15

Measuring Meanirg...

18

3. METHODS
Sample

Instrumentation

Action wheel...
Semantic differential
4. RESULTS

Action wheel analysis and results...
Existence: a school overview

22
......22
.23

.......23
.23
.26
.26
.26

Resources....

.......27

Structure

.......29

Power

30

Mission

J/.

Meaning

34

Semantic differential results

38

5. DISCUSSION

.4t

Philosophy

.4s

Trust.

45

Organizational health..

48

6. REFLECTION

REFERENCES

51

s4
1V

LIST OF TABLES

Mission...
.......24
Table 2: Summary of Mean Scores by Stakeholder Role and Factor.... ........38
Table 3: Correlation Between Teacher Role and Activity Factor........
...39
Table 1: Robustness Semantic Differential for School

v

LIST OF FIGURES

Figurel: Leadership Action Wheel

13

Figure 2: Semantic Space.....

20

VI

Introduction
Our system for public schooling has been in need of change for decades;
innumerable attempts both at federal and local levels have met with varying levels

of (minimal) success, including, but not limited to: No Child Left Behind, Profile
of Learning (overturned in 2003), and the national charter school movement
(Bowman , 2003; Ellis, 2007; Center for Research on Education Outcomes, 2009

& Institute on Race

and Povetry, 20LZ). While the concept of charter schools has

spread across the nation in the past twenty years, with over 5,000 charter schools

now in operation, some research indicates that on average, their performance is

slightly lower than that of traditional public schools (Center for Research on
Education Outcomes, 2009 & lnstitute on Race and Poverty, 2012).

Like traditional district schools, charters are also public schools: they provide

a

tuition-free education to their students, are publicly funded, and are accountable

for achieving student success. Unlike traditional district schools, charter schools
are governed by a group of teachers, parents, and/or community members, are

non-union, and have more freedom to design and implement curriculum, policies,
and how they

will

be held accountable for student performance: all of which are

set forth in the school's charter or application. Due to the unique nature of charter

schools, school achievement and success are defined in each school's charter and
may not be academic, but rather social or some other goal. It is these goals

outlined in the charter and mission that should be used in measuring whether or
not a charter school is successful.

Stanford University's 2009 CREDO study states that,

flourish and deliver on promises made by proponents,

"If

charter schools are to

a deliberate and sustained

effort to increase the proportion of high quality schools is essential. The
replication of successful school models is one important element of this effort."
The question then, is where are charter schools to look for exemplary models?
One source of information on successful charter schools is the U.S. Department

of

Education's publication on charter-school effectiveness (2004). In it, the
department outlines six components of successful charter schools: getting a good
start, leading with a mission, innovating across the school program, promoting a

community of continuous learning, partnering with parents and the community,
and governing for accountability.

It is this second component, leading with

a

mission that I will examine more

closely in this paper. (One note on the use of the word "mission": in this paper,
the terms mission and vision will be used interchangeably based on Terry's
(1993) Authentic Leadership.) While the relative merits of various leadership
styles - such as visionary or servant leadership - have been examined in
irurumerable publications, I believe a more comprehensive approach to leadership

will better

serve the complicated nature of schools. Indeed, both charter and

traditional district schools are complex, idiosyncratic, social organisms, and it is
necessary for any school to understand this in order to make positive changes in

school reform (Thornton, Shepperton, & Canavero, 2007). Many educational
leaders fail to see this, whether due to lack of preparation, resources, or other
reasons, and the changes they make address the symptoms, not the causes, of their
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flagging performance, resulting in continued lackluster results (Thornton et al.,
2007).

If it is the role of the school's leaders to identify

and ameliorate the causes

of

poor school performance, I would argus then that vast majority of leadership
solutions will be found in the orgarltzation's mission and philosophy based on

Terry's approach to leadership (1993). While CREDO recommends closing
underperforming charter schools that (despite low, overall performance) manage
to serve disadvantaged populations better than their district counterparts, perhaps
the beffer solution is to consider improving individual schools through

investigating their driving philosophy and mission.
Unfortunately, in the larger scheme of school change, leading with mission is

rare. After spending hours on creating and crafting

a

mission statement, many

schools leave it to sit on a shelf; when in reality, the values, vision, and brand that
the mission expresses should be an integral component of both minor and

monumental school decisions and reforms (Schwahn

& Spady, 1998). The

articulation of a school's (or any other organization's) mission is exhibited in

multiple locations: websites, board meetings, brochures, and even on school

walls. It is, however, rarely

stated why this is important beyond general

qualitative reasons. Yes, the public should know the school's purpose; yes, the
school should have a view of its long-term goals and objectives. But why do
schools and other organizations so often struggle to craft a mission only to set it
aside when faced with both the significant, managerial decisions and the day-to-

J

day activities? And more importantly, does this tendency have an

ill effect on the

organization?

A preliminary look at current educational research indicates that the answer to
this last question is yes; without a specific and clear vision, schools will remain
fragmented, disjointed, and less successful at the ultimate goal: increasing student
achievement (Marshall, Pritchard, & Gunderson, 2004). This may be due to lack

of communication between administration and teachers or administration and
parents, disorganized administration, or schools and districts that are too large to
be managed effectively (Marshall et al., 2004). I would argue however, that

it is

because the mission and underlying meaning perceived by teachers, staff, and

administration is not the same; I believe by using a comprehensive leadership
approach that supports a deeper investigation into an organization's mission and

philosophy, schools can ultimately achieve higher levels of organizational
success.

Although a broad, statistical analysis of numerous charter schools'
performance in relation to their missions is no doubt a worthwhile endeavor that

would further the understanding of the relationship between the two, this study
rather,

will focus on a single charter school, its organrzational

and perfoffnance

struggles, and its mission. While we will not be able to extrapolate results from

this study beyond the one school involved, the findings will provide an initial
foundation for pursuing additional research in school mission. Schools are
discrete entities, with both ordinary and unique problems; it is likely then that the
solutions to their problems are both universal and individual. By concentrating on
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just one, individual school, and relating its struggles to current research, ffiy hope
is to more deeply investigate the educational leadership and perfoffnance

implications of mission.
Employing a leadership diagnostic tool, the action wheel, this research will
investigate the struggles of one charter school through casual observation and
anecdotal evidence recalled by the researcher as participant in order to determine
the cause of the problems. Further study into the meaning (or philosophy) and the

mission of the school will be accomplished by examining the extent to which
school members share a similar perception of the school's mission and
corresponding meaning through the use and analysis of a semantic differential.
Rather than examining just one or two different school-member roles, as previous
research has done, this study

will take into account all stakeholders invested in the

school's leadership: administration, community board members, teachers, and
staff.

By gathering information on the perception of the school's mission, my
hypothesis is that analysis of the quantitative data from the semantic differential

will reflect the struggles the school was experiencing

as a disparity among

stakeholders' differing perceptions of the meaning behind the school's mission.

This, in turn, would support Terry's (1993) diagnostic leadership approach, which
finds that the causes and solutions to a majority of organizational problems lie in
the realms of meaning, mission, and power.

5

Literature Review
A key step in effective school leadership - charter schools in particular - and longterm educational solutions is leading with mission (Gross & Martens Pochop,
2007; Schwahn & Spady, 1998 & U.S. Department of Education, Office

of

Innovation and Improvement, 2004.) While the general importance of a school's
mission statement is well established, very little research exists that examines the
role mission plays in struggling schools and school change. Rather than
collecting piecemeal studies on mission with ancillary relevance to one another, I

will begin with

an examination of existing research on school change and

leadership, setting a baseline for understanding the significance of meaning and

mission in school change, and ultimately success. A brief overview of Osgood,
Suci, and Tannenabaum's (1957) semantic differential will then provide the
rationale behind the method of gathering quantitative data on a mission statement
and how it reflects the underlying meaning as perceived by school stakeholders.

Leadership

A systems approach. Before dissecting the literature on leadership, it is
important to note that much of the current research supports employing a systems
approach to leadership of schools (Adelman

& Taylor, 2007; Frumkin , 2003;

Schwan & Spady, 1998; Senge, Cambron-McCabe, Lucas, Smith, Dutton,

&

Kleiner,2000 & Thornton, et a1.,2007). Some of the external and internal forces
that influence schools include: budget cuts, testing and standards pressure, high
teacher-furnover, increased problems with student behaviors, and increased
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teacher accountability for student success. School leadership seems to frequently
respond to these pressures

with short-term treatments like teaching to the test,

stricter discipline policies, and focusing professional development on managing
student behaviors, increasing standards, and improving test performance. While

none of these approaches are inherently bad, I believe they do not accurately
address the cause. The other alternative - Stanford University's Center for
Research on Education Outcomes

-

suggests simply closing the doors

of

underperforming schools as determined based on learning gains on state
achievement tests in reading and math (CREDO, 2009). I contend that killing the
patient is rarely the most satisfactory cure. Rather, the long-term solution must be
school change; best achieved one school at a time, focused by mission, and
carried out by effective leadership.
Schools are organic and multifaceted or5antzations capable of learning
and changing to improve student outcomes (Adelman

& Taylor,2007; Schwan &

Spady, 1998; Senge et aI.,2000 & Thornton, et a1.,2007). Due to their
decentralized nature, charter schools have a greater ability to change and evolve
as organizations than their traditional counterparts (Huerta &. Ztckennan, 2009).

Regardless of school

tlpe, while various and essential components such

as

teachers, curriculum, and school boards contribute to a school's success,
necessary to approach the school with a systemic lens
change is to occur (Adelman

it is

if significant, productive

& Taylor,200l; Frumkin, 2003; Schwan &

Spady,

1998; Senge et a1.,2000 & Thornton, et a1.,2007).
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The way that schools evolve and learn is mainly through the interactions
and relationships of the individuals

within them; increased individual

understanding translates into changes in organizational behavior (Marshall et a1.,
2004 & Thornton et a1.,2007

.)

Specifically, schools that possess a constancy of

purpose and where interactions are built on trust are healthier and have higher
levels of student achievement (Marshall et al., 2004).

Leadership framework. In researching various leadership frameworks
for systemic change in schools, three major areas are consistent across the
literafure: organizational vision, managing operations, and developing stakeholder
relationships (Adelman & Taylor,2007; Frumkin,2007; Gross & Martens
Pochop, 2007; Senge et a1.,2000, Terry, 1993 & Thornton, et aI.,2007). After

further examination, I would also argue that all of the frameworks fall into one of
two approaches: a methodic or flow-chart approach for executing systemic change
or a more organic, cyclic approach to leadership in general.
Gross and Martens Pochop (2007) and Frumkin (2003) discuss methods

for systemic improvernent specifically for charter schools whereas Adelman and
Taylor (2007) look at traditional public schools and districts. All studies contain
valuable information for school leadership and as Gross and Martens Pochop
(2007) state, the basic principles of leadership also apply to charter school leaders.

All three studies provide a methodic approach to systemic

change in schools.

Gross and Martens Pochop (2007) divide their framework into four key attributes

for charter school leaders to develop: securing a school vision, creating trusting

I

environments, sharing responsibility, and strategic planning and operations.
Based on the categories of systemic change listed earlier, I would argue that

creating trust and sharing responsibility would fall into the category

of

stakeholder relationships. tndeed, in the discussion of their study, Gross and
Martens Pochop (2007) group the two together, explaining that without trusting
relationships, shared responsibility and leadership are not possible. While their
study employs data drawn from two surveys and focuses solely on the role and
attributes of the charter school director, Gross and Martens Pochop (2007) target
the main themes that other studies of systemic change and leadership address.

Frumkin (2003) also divides his framework into three categories: mission
management (Value), operations management (Capacity), and stakeholder
management (Support). Where Gross and Martens Pochop (2007) examined the

director's role in relation to systemic change, Frumkin (2003) stresses the
interconnection of the three categories and argues that effective systems
leadership in charter schools is ultimately about achieving fit, alignment, and
coherence of a school's core activities. Rather than a list of attributes, Frumkin

(2003) creates a Venn diagram to illustrate the three components of systems
management where the overlap of all three is the "sweet spot" that represents
achievement of

fit

and where ideally, most leadership decisions should be made.

Compared to the two previous models, Adelman and Taylor (2007) take
the most structured approach to systems change and management in schools.

Providing both a logic model framework and a flow chart for the change process,
Adelman and Taylor (2001) address the how for schools to accomplish change.
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The initial logic model covers five key components of systemic change: vision,
resources, functions, infrastructure and strategies, and evaluation (Adelman

&

Taylor, 2007). While the logic model addresses two of the three main categories
mentioned in the beginning of this section
process

- vision

and operations

- the change

flow chart focuses on the third category - stakeholder relationships

-

in

relation to operations (Adelman & Taylor, 2007). Adelman and Taylor's (2007)
change process includes four phases: creating readiness,

initial implementation,

institutionalization, and ongoing evolution that outline how schools should
implement the change process.

While Adelman and Taylor (2007) provide a change model and explicit
process for traditional school districts, Frumkin (2003) proposes specific
processes based on where a charter school is developmentally: from start-up to

expansion, and finally to institutionalization. Depending on the developmental
stage of the charter school, its three categories of stakeholder management,

operations management, and mission management will require different tasks to
accomplish systemic change (Frumkin, 2003). Both Adelman and Taylor (2007)
and Frumkin (2003) provide these processes in an effort to address the fact that

school leadership and change are not static, but rather ongoing aspects of the
organtzation.

In contrast to these methodic frameworks for school change, I believe that
the leadership approaches of Senge (2000) and Terry (1993) are more organic and
better integrate, the developmental and ever-changing aspect of schools. Senge

(2000) argues that schools are learning organtzations that can change and develop
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in order to improve school and student achievement. This process of change, or
organizational learning, is accomplished though five disciplines: personal
mastery, shared vision, mental models, team learning, and systems thinking. To

provide a brief synopsis of each: personal mastery develops personal visions
amongst stakeholders, shared vision develops a common purpose, mental models
address individual and group perceptions, team learning addresses group

interactions, and systems thinking develops an understanding of the
interdependency of systems structure and behavior (Senge, 2000). To classify
these disciplines, I would argue that personal mastery, mental models, and team

learning fall into the category of stakeholder relationships since they mainly
address individual and/or group relationships, and that shared vision and systems

thinking belong, respectively, in the categories of organizational vision and
operations management. Unlike Frumkin (2003) and Adelman and Talyor (2007),
Senge (2000) does not provide a procedural how-to for implementing these

disciplines, but rather offers individual school anecdotes and narratives that
elucidate common challenges as well as exercises and techniques to explore
components of each discipline.

ln contrast, I believe Terry's model (1993) provides a complementary
juxtaposition of procedural and organic approaches, and embodies the complex
and cyclic nature of schools. Despite being a generic leadership model, designed

neither for charter schools nor traditional schools, Terry's (1993) approach offers
an attractive alternative and one that I

will investigate in more detail in the

following section. Like the previous models, it consists of several key
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components: meaning, mission, power, structure, resources, and existence (Terry,

1993). Upon cursory examination, it appears that these components could be
divided into one of the three systemic change categories of organizational
mission, operations management, or stakeholder relationships. However, with
further scrutiny it becomes apparent that Terry's approach transcends simple
categorization. Let us then, take a deeper look at the leadership framework in

Terry's

(

1

993) Authentic Leadership.

Effective leadership. Setting it apart from the other models, Terry's
approach (1993) includes the added benefit of a diagnostic tool, the action wheel,

for examining individual and organtzational problems and providing an answer to
the why of school change. Rather than identifying and labeling a specific type

of

leadership (visionary, servant, ethical), Terry holds that leadership is a form of
action and that action is implicit in everything we, as humans, do. When coupled

with authenticity, this action creates the foundation for effective leadership; it
grounds, informs, and enriches both the understanding of leadership and
leadership engagement (Terry, 1993).
To begin to apply an authentic leadership approach, it is necessary to

provide a basic understanding of human action as covered by Terry (1993). All
action can be divided into one of seven categories: existence, resources, strucfure,
power, mission, meaning, and fulfillment (Terry, 1993). Looking at these actions
more closely, existence consists of the history and setting of action: the from

which. Resources

are the tools for accomplishing action: useful and measureable

T2

items that provide the with which. Structure is the framework and policies

of

action: the through which. Power is the energy of, and commitment to, action: the
by which. Mission is the direction of action: the toward which. Meaning is the

significance, the why, the philosophy behind the action: the/or which. And

fulfillment is the embodiment of or completed action: the into which. Using these
seven categories of action,

it is then possible to frame the ultimate purpose of

leadership: the ability to diagnose and answer the question of what is really going

on. (Terry,

1993).

Effective leadership, then, is the ability to properly identify and solve
problems, whether personally or organizationally (Terry, 1993). For this purpose,

Terry provides the action wheel as a means to discern which area of action is the
source of the problem (Figure

1). Because fulfillment is the completed action, it

is located in the center of the wheel, both a part of, and separate from, the other

Reeourceg

Fulfillment
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Figure 1: Leadership Action Wheel (adapted from Authentic Leodership, by Robert Terry, lgg3)
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actions. The six remaining actions in the inner circle provide the basis for the
diagnosis; by first identifying the perceived problem or manifested symptoms,
then working clockwise to the next step on the outer wheel, the actual location

of

the issue is revealed along with where action needs to be taken to address and

solve the problem.

For example, let us use the following non-educational problem: Joe never has
the right ingredients on hand to make his favorite sandwich. The immediate issue

is a lack of resources: not having the right ingredients. But if we use the action
wheel to gain a better understanding and possible source of solution to the

problem, we travel one step clockwise from our original issue, resources, to
structure. While lack of proper ingredients is the immediate issue, the likely
reason for the problem is that Joe does not have a functioning structural

framework in place; perhaps what is really going on is that Joe does not have

a

grocery-purchasing process where he lists the required ingredients and crosses
them off as they are purchased. Or, maybe it is that his favorite ingredient is

truffle oil and due to its exorbitant cost, he hasn't constructed

a budget (structure)

that would allow him to spend less on another item. By first identifying the with

which and moving clockwise on the action wheel to the through which, Joe is able
to find where he needs to focus his efforts and come up with a long-term solution
for his sandwich.

While overly-simplified in the example above, the process of identifying
the symptom and diagnosing the cause is still just as effective in addressing
problems in complex, idiosyncratic, social organizations such as schools. Joe's

T4

sandwich conundrum and the pressures facing school leaders are similar in two

important aspects: the first is that all human action is structured the same - the
seven actions of the action wheel (Terry, 1993). The second is the way we frame
an issue invariably determines how well we focus the issue, judge what is really

happening, and direct our attention and intervention for change (Terry, 1993). It
is the second aspect that sets this leadership model apart from the rest. Rather
than taking a developmental approach, this approach is aimed at identifying where
a leader should focus his or her efforts -

allowing leaders to identify what is really

going on, what really is the cause of the problem. While the cause can occur
anywhere on the wheel, it frequently exists in the areas of power, mission, or
meaning (Terry, 1993).

Mission
Unfortunately, only limited research on school mission exists and is either related
to principal effectiveness or school health. While these studies do not directly
examine the role of mission in addressing school challenges and systemic change,
they do provide tangential support to the importance mission plays in school
success and related stakeholder perception.

Both Licata and Teddlie (1990) and Greenfield, Licata, and Harper (1992)
investigated the relationship between teacher perceptions of principals' visions
and reported principal effectiveness through administration of a School Vision

Inventory. Both studies found that principals who successfully communicate
ideas about the school's vision and encourage stakeholders to make sacrifices in
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order to accomplish the vision are perceived as effective (Greenfield et al., 1992

& Licata & Teddlie 1990). lnterestingly, they also found that teachers'
internalization of, or belief in, the vision was not related to principal effectiveness
(Greenfield et a1., 1992 &, Licata & Teddlie 1990). One postulation as to this
result is that because teachers feel strongly about professional autonomy in

decision-making to meet student needs, they are more likely to tie their faith in
school vision to their own expertise as teachers (Greenfield et al., 1992).

While the above research provides minimal evidence of a correlation
between effective leadership and perception of school vision, later studies by

Licata and Harper (2001) and Marshall et al., (2004) offer stronger support for the
importance of mission in successful schools. Like the studies above ,Licata

&

Harper (2001) only examined teacher perceptions, but rather than principal
effectiveness, their research investigated the relationship between organizational
health (OH) and effective school vision, where OH is the school's ability to
"adapt to its environment, maintain cohesion among organtzational members, and
accomplish goals" (p. 6)

. In establishing

a

positive correlation between teacher

perception of OH and school vision, Licata & Harper (2001) speculate that
schools with strong visions encourage teachers to take risks, exchange ideas and

instructional strategies, an enhance empathy among faculty.
Marshall et al. (2004) reported similar findings in the relationship between
OH and vision but employed a different method. Rather than surveying teachers,
Marshall et al. (2004) examined and quantified interviews, documents, and
student work from multiple school districts. Marshall et al. (2004) also employed

t6

a different

definition of organizational health; in this study, OH refers to

a

school's "strength of intercommunications, relationships and trust levels within a
district with the byproduct of improved student achievement" (p. 177). While the
OH definition employed by Marshall et al. (2004) focuses more on
interrelationships than that of Licata and Harper (2001), both describe healthy
schools as ones that support risk-taking and try new ideas. Districts with high
levels of organizational health possessed a common vision with a close

fit

between school philosophy and activities as well as high levels of student
achievement (Marshall et al., 2004). When districts high in OH faced external
pressures, their constancy of purpose and shared vision protected them from

negative repercussions (Marshall et al., 2004).

While none of the studies above provide information

as

to the role of

mission in school change, they do illustrate the significant relationship between
mission and school health. Where schools with high levels of student
achievement and organizational health possess a strong, common vision, less

healthy schools frequently modify their directions in unconnected, non-systemic,
efforts at improvement (Marshall et a1., 2004). I would argue that this provides
tangential evidence that schools with lower levels of student achievement, or
those in need of change, would have lower levels of shared vision as perceived by

its stakeholders. Supposing this is an accurate conclusion, let us first more
closely examine how to measure perception of meaning.
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Measuring Meaning
In order to better understand how one might measure an individual's or group's
perception of meaning, a brief examination of May's concept of intentionality,
understanding the philosophical reasoning for creating meaning, is necessary. A
fundamental aspect of being human, according to May, is that we seek, apply, and
develop meaning in relation to others, the world, and our experiences of them

(Monte, 2003). lntentionality links the individual and object, whether the object
is a person, an event, or an idea through the individual's creation of meaning for
the object. Our individual freedom exists through choosing the meaning in which
we place these objects. Ultimately, we create and are responsible for how we
experience reality and the meaning we give to it.

A poetic description of intentionality would be to imaginatively anticipate and
participate in one's future. Terry would call this the orienting metaphor

of

meaning where "different metaphors yield different realities, resulting in different
perceptions of what is really going on" (Terry, 1993). These metaphors,
expressed in the language of mission guide an organization and allow its vision to
be shared among its members (Terry, 1993

&

Senge et al., 2000).

According to Licata and Harper's (2001) research, this is described as moral
imagination, where school leaders turn their observations about the present into a
compelling vision of what their school ought to be in the future. The words
become a representation of the thing itself, the metaphor as mission, because they
produce in individuals a corresponding behavior to the actual thing (Osgood et al.,

1957). The imagery that is tied to the language metaphor represents a semantic
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relationship: the verbal metaphor reflects the visual metaphor (Osgood et al.,
tesT).
This relationship between language metaphor and meaning was discovered in
the study of synesthesia where individuals relate sound as vision through verbal

metaphors. Participants listened to different types of music and saw related colors
and images. For example,

if

an individual were listening to an upbeat, fast-tempo

piece of music, they would see red and orange shapes, and then go on to describe
the music using metaphorical langue: bright, fiery, sunny (Osgood et al., 1957).

Participants were then able to rate their perceptions of the music using a semantic

differential scale between mutually exclusive adjective pairs, i.e. fiery vs. watery
(Osgood et al., 1957).
Essentially, the semantic differential is a method for observing and measuring
the connotative and affective meaning of various concepts (Osgood et al., 1957

& Osgood, 1969). While we all see things differently, there are common

cores

to all concepts (Kerlinger, 1964). We talk to one another through shared
meaning of words and while we all understand the general meaning of car to be
a four-wheeled vehicle, our associated meaning could be vastly different; one

person may envision his first c dr, ? sporty convertible, the other may see her

trusty station wagon that she uses to haul building supplies for her renovation
business.

A semantic differential attempts to identify where

these differences in

perceived meanings occur through the use of polar adjective pairs such as

interestiny'boring. The adjective pairs are used metaphorically where
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participants rate their reaction to the concept on a scale between the polarities

of

the adjectives (Osgood, 1969). Each polar pair falls into one of three vectors of
semantic space: Evaluative (good/bad), Potency (strong/week), or Action

(active/passive). The scale, defined by adjective pairs, represents a straight line
function that passes through the origin of the space (Figure 2). By measuring
the direction and the distance of the rating from the origin point, the quality and

intensity of the associated meaning is expressed. The difference in meanino
between individuals or a group of individuals becomes a function of their
differences in space: the distance between the two points (Osgood et al., 1957).
G+od

Passiue

Weah

Strung

Actitre

Bad

Figure 2: Semantic Space

For example, an individual who has been administered a semantic differential
would rate the concept "car" on a seven-point scale for multiple adjective pairs
such as usual/unusual, important/unimportant,

etc. Each pair would be

associated with one of the three factors of semantic space. While there is an

overlap between Evaluative and Potency (some adjective pairs represent both),
20

they are scored separately. For validity purposes, multiple adjective pairs are
used to evaluate a single concept.

Due to the conceptual nature of mission statements, it is possible that various
stakeholders associate a different meaning with the mission as compared to
others in the school. It is also possible that the stakeholders' roles in the school

(administrative, teaching, support staff, or community member) affects their
perception of the school's mission due to the fact that an individual's role in the
school would affect his or her intentionality: how he or she creates meaning in

relation to the mission. In order to determine if this is a possibility, various
stakeholders in the school could be administered a semantic differential on the

school's mission with analysis of the results verifying or refuting the hypothesis.
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Methods
This study consists of two segments; the first is an evaluation and diagnosis of
one school's challenges through use of the action wheel and the second is a

quantitative investigation, using a semantic differential to determine stakeholder
perception of school mission. By employing the semantic differential, we are
then able to examine whether there exist any significant differences between
stakeholder role (administrator, teacher, board member, or staff) and perception

of

school mission. Significant differences will be determined based on location in
semantic space and correlative analysis (Osgood et aI, L95l).

Sample
The research sample for this study includes the board, staff, teachers, and

administration of one charter high school, grades 9-12, in rural Minnesota. Data
was gathered through the administration of a Robustness Semantic Differential

(RSD) inventory to 17 participants. All individuals were permitted to refuse
participation in the study at any time and questionnaires of the inventory will be
kept confidential and secure for three years after publishing, at which time they

will

be destroyed.

The school was initially contacted by a letter from the researcher, addressed to
the board and director of the school. The RSD inventory was then administered

to each participant to filI out individually, and was color-coded based on the
participant's role in the school: teacher, parent board member, administrator,
support staff, or community board member. No identifying questions were
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included in the instrument so that confidentiality of the participants was
maintained.

Instrumentation
Action wheel. Unlike the simplistic example earlier in this paper, in order to

fully understand an issue, all of the components of the action wheel should be
examined to provide a comprehensive picture of what is really going on (Terry,

1993). Beginning with existence, then traveling clockwise, each realm of action

will

be addressed as it pertains to the school, through information based on

informal observation. Taking a closer look at the realms of meaning, power, and
mission

will

shed light on the deeper implications of the school's problems.

While the examination of each of these aspects of action will be done
individually, it is impossible to fully separate them from their relationship to the
flanking actions on the action wheel. Indeed, one reason this form of the action
wheel is so powerful is this interconnectivity.

Semantic differential. To measure comrnunity board members', teachers',

staffs, and administration's perceptions of their school's mission, the Robustness
Semantic Differential, developed by Licata and Willower (1978) was employed.
The instrument, initially developed by Osgood et al. (1957), uses 25 bipolar
adjective pairs to measure individuals' attitudes or perceptions. In 1978, Lrcata
and Willower nalrowed the scale to include only 10 in their work with secondary
and elementary school sfudents and teachers. Later, in 2001, Licata and Harper

modified the language from the 1978 RSD of "My school is..." to "My school
vision is..." Previous research using the RSD has indicated high test-retest

reliability and internal consistency reliabilities for numerous variations of the
instrumentation (Morris, 1986). For the purpose of this study, the second wording

will

be used with the change of

"My school mission is..."

since as discussed

earlier, the mission and vision of an organtzation are one and the same as defined

by Teny (1993).
Participants rated their perception of the school's mission by completing the
statement

"My school mission is..." using

10 different adjective pairs listed

below in Table 1. Each pair is set on a seven point scale from -3 to 3 and
describes the school environment as effective or ineffective. The total mean score

for all pairs will be computed resulting in a score ranging between 3 and -3; the
higher the score, the more participants view their school mission as effective and

robust. Also, the greater discrepancy in scores between individuals and between
stakeholder roles, the greater the difference between their associated meanings.

Table

t:

Robustness Semantic Differentialfor School Mission

My school mission is:
Interesting

Boringu

Stale

Freshb

Powerful

Weaku

Meaningless

Meaningfulb

Thrilling

Quieting"

Unimportant

Importantb

Active

Passiveu

Usual

Unusualb

Challenging
Uneventful

Dullu
Action-packedb

a. Scored 3 through -3 from left to right
b. Reversed scoring
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Analysis on the data retrieved from this research was then performed in order
to determine if perceptions of the school mission differs significantly between
individuals and by stakeholders' roles in the school. The mean scores calculated
from the participants' responses are compared among the different stakeholder
groups and the Evaluative, Poteocy, and Activity factors.
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Results

Action Wheel Analysis and Results
Existence: a school overview. For this research, a single, blended-online
charter high school was used. (In the remainder of this paper, the school will be
referred to as Delta School.) Delta School officially opened its doors to students

in September 2003, with

a

total of 56 students enrolled. Over the next five years,

enrollment grew to 140 students. While the school had been fiscally managed

well over the years and was financially sound, it struggled with high rates of
student turnover, low graduation rates, and static enrollment numbers.

ln 2008, the school board and staff participated in a strategic planning session
to update Delta School's mission and articulate multiple reform objectives. The
school described its mission as follows to provide students with a personalized,

rigorous, technologt based, andflexible high school education emphasizing
accountability, higher-level thinking, and communication skills to prepare
studentsfor thefuture. Delta School then identified the following objectives:
increasing enrollment by 40% by 201

l,

attracting more 9'h and l0'h graders (since

the school had a large number of seniors and sfudents who were I 8 years old or

older), improving curriculum to meet student needs, increasing community
connections, and maintaining a 25-l teacher-student ratio.

Looking at the goals set forth by Delta School in terms of actions, most
focused on resources (increasing the student body and type of students enrolled)
and structure (ratio of students to teachers and curriculum improvements). By

2010, it was apparent that the school was having problems achieving its goals:
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student turnover continued to be high, the majority of students were seniors or

older, and the enrollment had not significantly increased. As with many
orgatizations, Delta School's leadership seemed to be trying to solve their
problems by looking counterclockwise on the action wheel rather than looking at
the big-picture questions of philosophy (meaning) and mission.

Resources. On the action wheel, energy and direction travel counterclockwise
through the actions, and limitations travel clockwise. If meaning and mission are

not aligned, then limitations from resources and structure will affect the
organrzation's or individual's ability to fulfiIl the goals set forth in the mission.
For example,

if

an organization's goal is to provide

fulI scholarships to all

graduating high school seniors in their community, but the organization's budget
(resources) is $5,000,

it will not be able to accomplish its objectives. Instead, the

organization should re-examine its meaning and mission based on information

from its existence (in this example, a fiscally small organization) and find a
meaning and mission that better match its current state.

Looking at schools in terms of enrollment problems, families and students

fit into

the resource category of action. When their energies and commitment are

aligned with the meaning and mission of the school, however, families and
students become a vehicle for power within the school.

ln charter schools, it is

not uncommon for families to enroll their children simply because their

traditional, district school is not working out. When this happens, they are not
aligned with the charter's unique mission; the resource of students and families is
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misaligned with the purpose of the school and limits the school's ability to fulfiII
its mission. lnstead of becoming a driving force to accomplish the school's

mission, sfudents and families become an opposing force in the flow of action on
the action wheel.

This is also true for the greater community in which the charter school resides,
both physically and relationally. Because charter schools are their own districts
and are able to set the geographic boundaries for where they

will enroll

students

from, it is possible for charters to serve students from a large geographic area,
thereby spreading out a potential source of power. Since they also tend to be
newer additions to the community, it is arguable that they do not have the same
degree of community history as traditional schools. Some advantages enjoyed by

established schools such as having children from the same family attend and
graduate from the school or families participating in booster clubs and alumnae

associations over a number of years, often do not exist in charter schools. This

deficit in community involvement and support limits the school's potential power.
Delta School suffered from both of the above disadvantages. As the only
charter school in a large rural area,

if

students were not thriving at the traditional

school, families would often enroll them at the charter. Despite a mission that
described the school as rigorous, many students were not prepared for, nor

desired, a rigorous education. Teachers were then forced to lower their class
standards (and thereby compromise the school's rigorous mission) or

fail

a large

number of students (and thereby lower the students' and school's overall success.)
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While on paper these appear to be resource struggles, in actuality, they resided
within the school's ability to harness the power of students and the community.

Structure. In terms of structure, Delta School had a number of structural
components in place: it regularly updated staff and student handbooks, had a

small support staff, a solidly managed budget, and held regular staff development
trainings and meetings. Ideally, these should provide the framework and
processes through which the school would accomplish its goals. These

components, however, were not well-executed and proved to be a limitation: the
staff handbooks were largely overlooked when it suited staff and or

administration, being referenced only to prove limited points. While some
members of the school enjoyed the flexibility this provided, it was neither
consistent nor fair.
The support staff at Delta School consisted of two or three individuals, with
one position in constant

flux. It was never clear if this position

was meant to be a

community liaison, assistant educator, receptionist, or clerk. From 2008-2010,
two of the four support staff employed during that time were relieved; this too,
proved to be difficult and did not provide continuity in the support structure of the
school.

While staff development and meetings occurred quite frequently, they often
covered a wide and disparate variety of topics with no over-arching unity or plan

to align with the school's mission. This lack of clarity and consistency in
approach to professional development undermines the school's stability to
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maintain positive changes necessary to accomplish its goals (Pritchard, R. &
Marshall, J.,2002). Indeed, healthy schools tend to integrate their professional
development endeavors into a vision that advances the school (Pritchard, R.

&

Marshall, J., 2002).
From 2008-2010, Delta School also transitioned from one learning
management system to another. As mentioned earlier, one of the strategic plan's
objectives was to improve curriculum to meet student needs. This goal suffered

from two roadblocks: the first being that the method of delive.i.rg the curriculum
was in flux and the second related to the student needs. If the school was to be

rigorous, as stated in its mission, how was it to maintain that standard while
attempting to meet the needs of a student body that was predominantly lagging in

their schooling and requiring credit recovery? Similar to the resource limitations,
these structural limitations hampered the overall power of the school and its

ability to accomplish its goals, raising the question

as to whether or

not Delta

School was actually accomplishing its mission.

Power. Viewing Delta School's struggles through the lens of resources and
structure, suggests that its underlying problem may have been power. Power is
the literal and metaphorical expenditure of energy; it is the action that is
responsible for carrying out the steps necessary to achieve mission through the

framework, policies, and procedures of structure. Ultimately, power is the

ability to not only make but also to maintain decisions over time. In the larger
picture of leadership as action, power does not live at the top of a hierarchy
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(Terry, 1993). Rather, because of the cyclical nature of the model, it is most
effective when it is shared and moved throughout the organtzation to where it is
most needed (Terry, 1993). This creates a cooperative style of ownership
among participants, and engages the members of the organization in open

dialogue designed to make group decisions about the issues the organization

faces. The following components must be nurfured and valued within the
organization in order for shared ownership and power to occur: courage,

humility, astute listening, rigorous openness, speaking up/using one's voice,
trust, trustworthiness, clear and concise communication, and a commitment to
shared power (Terry, 1993).

From 2008 to the time the data was collected for this research, Delta
School focused on developing a professional learning community

(fI.C)

and

working with a consultant to build understanding and trust through personality
type and team-building exercises. PLCs are a form of staff development in K-12
education that involve teachers and administrators in increasing teacher leadership
and implementing research-based best practices within the school to improve

student and school success. Looking at this through the lens of power, PLCs are a
strucfure for sharing power in the schools, and a forum for open and honest

communication. While the PLCs at Delta School examined a number of issues
plaguing the school and developed ideas to address them, they were unable to
keep to those decisions over time: sometimes dialogue was cut off

by aunilateral

administrative decision, sometimes participants could not come to an agreement,
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and sometimes the solutions developed in the PLCs fizzledout before they could
be set into school-wide practice.

Delta School's other effort to improve shared power, working with

a

consultant on team-building and increasing understanding of personality, also met

with problems. As with the PLCs, issues were discussed, in this case, focusing on
trust and improving interpersonal interactions, but after the staff-development or
team-building was over, what was learned or discussed during that time was not
put into practice. Ideally, shared power should decrease the "groupthink"l of an
organization (Terry, 1993). [n one telling team-building exercise, the school staff
reached a groupthink response almost immediately rather than after multiple

attempts, indicating that power was not being shared effectively, with mutual trust

possibly being the issue. Looking at Delta School's struggles with trust and
shared leadership coupled with the resource and structural limitations, the answer

to the underlying issue was, perhaps, one step counterclockwise from power: the

mission of the school.

Mission. The action of mission aligns individuals in an organization around
the shared values and philosophy from meaning and provides the necessary

direction toward fulfilling the organization's goals. To actually achieve the
articulated goal requires energy and commitment from power. Simply put, the

mission is the purpose or vision of the school (Terry, 1993).

I Groupthink
occurs when desire for harmony within
alternative perspectives to an issue

a

goup overrides critical evaluation of

At Delta School, teachers, administrators, staff and board members gave
input on the minor changes to the mission in 2008. The resulting mission was:
to

provide students with

a

personalized, rigorous, technolog,t based, andflexible

high school education emphasizing accountability, higher-level thinking, and

communication skills to prepare students for

the

future. Despite this group

process involving multiple stakeholders, opposing interpretations of the mission
became apparent amongst various school members.
One point of opposition centered on grading student

work.

Some teachers

had high expectations for students and what it took to earn a passing grade.

At

the end of the term, if a student were just below failing in one of these teacher's
classes, the student

failed. Other teachers felt that if

they should pass; for these teachers,

if

as student was

a student tried hard enough,

just below failing at the

end of the term, they would scramble to find a way for the student to pass the
class before teachers submitted their final grades.

Looking at the teacherbehaviors in light of the mission, some were trying to
maintain a rigorous academic environment with student accountability whereas
others were trying to be as flexible and personalized as possible in order for
students to earn their diplomas and move on to the next step in their lives.

While administration held several staff development meetings and teacher-led
discussions to address this issue, the individual teacher practices never changed.

Ultimately, the school was trying to solve this mission problem by looking
clockwise on the action wheel for a solution: through structure (meetings) and
power (shared leadership).

aa
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With this in mind, perhaps Delta School's focus, as articulated in the mission,
was too broad or contained too many factors for school members to successfully

commit to. lndeed, mission clarity is crucial to organizational effectiveness,
strategic planning, and or3antzational development: "fn order for mission to be

energy-giving, it must be precise, clear, trusted by others as real, shared, and
believed to be doable" (Terry, 1993, p. 70).
The reality of school reform is that, "significant institutional change requires

high levels of communication, coordination, time, money, and continuous
organizational reassessment and realignment...each school activity's rationale,
whether implicit or explicit, must be examined in order to understand school

improvement and systemic change" (Thornton et al., 2007, p. 48). Ultimately, the
school's mission directs the energies of everyone involved to accomplish and

fuIfiIl the school's goals; this includes administration, teachers,

and students.

Employing Terry's (1993) diagnostic wheel, if the energies of the school
members in this study were traveling in opposing directions because they were

not aligned under the mission, that would indicate that the school's meaning was
at the heart of the issue: the answer to what was really going on at the school.

Meaning. On the action wheel, meaning sits between existence and mission.
It is informed by the history and setting of existence and provides the "why", the
reasoning for the directing action of mission. Because meaning intersects with
existence on the action wheel, when meaning is the cause of a problem, it requires

revisiting an organization or individual's history in order to gain fresh insights to
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create new meaning (Terry, 1993). Due to the

difficulty of investigating it

directly, meaning must instead be discerned through metaphor, parable, art, or
values

(Tery, 1993).

Before moving on to investigate meaning in the school for this research, it is

imperative to examine the above idea of discerning meaning through metaphor.
The use of metaphor in leadership, organizational, and systems theory is profuse,

with one of the most popular examples, unfortunately, being that of the
organization as machine. We use metaphors to filter reality: unifying what is

really happening with what should be happening (Terry, l9g3). In short,
metaphors mediate perception in order to move from the philosophical realm
meaning to the concrete action of fulfillment (Terry, 1993). For example,

if

of

an

organization employed the machine metaphor, it would rnost likely value

efficiency, coordination, and speciahzation in its efforts to accomplish its mission.

While Delta School did not articulate

a metaphor,

it did

set forth a set of

belief

and value statements after it became evident that not all school members

understood or agreed upon what their role in the school meant.

During the 2008 -2009 school year, two new teachers were hired and it
became apparent that they had different ideas of what

it meant to be a teacher and

member of Delta School as compared to the returning teachers and staff. Much

of

the staff development that year was spent on discussing values and explicit and

implicit expectations of teachers and staff members: an attempt to get everyone
"on-board" and headed in the same direction. While the two newly hired teachers
did not return the following year, the attempts by school leadership to unify the
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staff around values illustrates the inherently dialogical nature of leadership.
"Leadership encourages bumping of perspective with one another, reaching for
shared meaning among diverse meaning, and creating shared values among

conflicting values" (Terry,1993, p. 68.) Through discussion and exchange of
ideas, the school was trying to develop the shared values necessary to move

forward and successfully address the challenges it was facing.
This dialogue also manifested as an ongoing discussion about what "flexible" as stated in the mission - meant for teachers and students. Numerous attempts at

debating and delineating the concept of flexible as it applied to the school
occurred and changed from year to year. Previous methods of structuring sfudent

flexibility were discarded only to be re-administered six months later. Some
teachers privately did what they thought best, ignoring the

official "rules" on

flexibility. In terms of the action wheel, this philosophical dilemma from

the

realm of meaning worked its waythrough the actionwheel and appeared as some
of the symptoms in power and structure discussed earlier in the paper.

ln an effort to create a baseline to work forward from, in the spring of 2009,
Delta School's board and returning staff worked on developing a list of values
that represented the school's educational philosophy. They found this to be a

helpful activity, setting forth the following values:

1.

Learning and education is a life-long process

2. Students need a caring adult that supports them in their
learning

3. Learners should be held to high expectations
4. All students can succeed, especially if learning is flexible,
relative to students' abilities, lifestyles, and schedules
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5.

Education should provide the fundamentals to prepare students
for future roles in society

The question then is, did the school members truly develop a shared meaning that

would inform their mission and work and consequently, how could that be
determined or measured?
Based on Delta School's challenges,

it is likely that various stakeholders

associated a different meaning with the mission as compared to others in the

school. Despite multiple stakeholders being involved in the creation of the
school's mission and value statements, this discrepancy is likely due to the
conceptual nature of those statements. It is also possible that the stakeholders'
roles in the school (administrative, teaching, support staff, or community
member) affected their perception of the school's mission due to the fact that an

individual's role in the school would affect his or her intentionality, how he or she
creates meaning in relation to the mission.

As mentioned earlier, most causes of problems center on meaning, mission, or
power but leadership tends to focus on resources, structure, and existence (Terry,

1993). This is because it is easier, faster, and feels less risky to move
counterclockwise on the action wheel (Terry, 1993). Indeed, investigating the
realms of power, mission, and meaning address the complexities of human nature
and social organizations and arouses more fear, anxiety, and uncertainty than the

other three aspects of the action wheel (Terry, 1993). Much like a river following
the path of least resistance, when faced with

difficult terrain personally or

organizationally, our first reaction is to try and solve the problem through
resources, structure, and existence.
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Through the above diagnosis of Delta School's struggles using the action
wheel, the hypothesis then is that because the school was having difficulty with

aligning to a shared meaning, this would be evident in differing perceptions on the
school's mission between stakeholders. In order to determine if this was indeed
the reason, various stakeholders in the school were administered a semantic

differential on the school's mission.

Semantic Differential Results
Stakeholders involved in the RSD included two administrators, three
clericaUsupport staff, three teachers, and three community members; in all,

11

out of the l7 solicited, participated in the study for a response rate of
approximately 65%. The breakdown of response rate for each stakeholder group
is as follows: 100% of administrators, 100% of support staff, 43% of teachers,
and 60% of community board members2.

The results were first tabulated as a mean measure for each semantic factor

by stakeholder role; with an additional total semantic differential score (Table

2).

Scores varied between stakeholder role most noticeably for the Potency and

Table 2: Summary of Mean Scores by Stakeholder Role and Factor
Admin

Support

Teacher

Board

Evaluation

1.50

2.17

1.33

2.00

Potency

1.40

0.87

0.93

7.27

Action

0.67

1.00

-0.33

o.44

SD TOTAL

1.19

1.85

0.64

1.24

NOTE: SD = Semantic Differential

' Becarrse only one parent board member responded, that participant's response was included with
the community board members' results.
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Action factors, with

a range

from 0.87 to 1.40 for Potency and -0.33 to 1.00 for

Action. The overall semantic differential score by stakeholder role ranged from
0.61 to 1.64.

In this analysis, the semantic scale is divided where the center point, or

a

neutral response, is rated at a numerical value of 0.00. Examining participant
responses for Potency, teachers and support staff rated the school's mission on
the positive side as slightly potent and administrators and community board

members rated it as moderately potent. Looking at the other factors, the greatest

disparity in responses was in Activity: teachers rated the mission on the negative
side as slightly passive, whereas community board members, support staff, and
administrators rated it on the positive end as slightly active.

Employing a correlative analysis to the results (Table 3) reveals a
Table 3: Correlation Between Teacher Role and Act

Teacher Role
Teacher Role

Pearson Correlation

1

Sis. (2-tailed)
11

N

Meaningful/Mea ningless

Pearson Correlation

606

Sig. (2-tailed)

.048

N

Active/Passive

Pearson Correlation

Active/

Meaningless

Passive

606

-.782

.048

.004

.001.

11

11

11

1

627

623

.041

.041
1.1

11

-.782'"

622'

1

.004

.041

11

11

-.840

Sis. (2-tailed)
N

Activity Mean
-.840

11

N

Pearson Correlation

Meaningful/

11

Sig. (2-tailed)

Activity Mean

Factor

523

684
.020

11

684

.001

.041

020

11

11

11

1"1

7

L1

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (z-tailed).

**. Correlation

is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed)
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statistically significant difference between teacher perception of the school
mission in terms of activity and other stakeholder roles in the school. To clarify,
this is not to each individual role but as teacher role vs. other stakeholders.

Also, for the adjective pair meaningfuUmeaningless, teacher perceptions were
significantly different as compared to others.
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Discussion
Analysis of the data suggests that there existed a difference between the
perceptions of meaning in the school's mission among stakeholder roles. While

all groups found the mission to be "good", or moderate to high on the Evaluative
scale (greater than 1.00), the greatest discrepancies were in the perceptions

of

Potency and Activity with all groups rating the mission lower on Activity (1.00
or less). Interestingly, the teacher group rated Activity the lowest of all the
groups on the negative end toward passive (less than 0.00).
These results would indicate that the overall sense of the mission was

positive in the values it represented, as expressed by the Evaluation score, but it
lacked the ability to direct and commit the energies of the school members, as
represented by the Potency and

Activity scores. Indeed, it is rare to find

a

person who would rate the mission of a school, whose general purpose is to
educate students and help them succeed, as bad. However,

if

an

individual were

not to agree with the particular approach in the school's mission, or it did not

align with his or her educational philosophy; it seems likely that the individual
may rate it low in Potency and

Activity. Considering

the history of the school

and the action wheel diagnosis, this seems like the most likely reason.

While the overall sentiment of the mission is perceived by all
stakeholders as positive (the SD Total was greater than 0.00 for all groups),
based on an understanding of authentic action,

it does not appear to convey

a

metaphor that they, and particularly teachers, found strong or motivating to

action. Because the meaning of the mission was not perceived as strong or

4t

active, the directing energy of the action wheel stalled in mission and power,
where a number of the school's symptoms appeared, as discussed in the earlier

chapter. In terms of solutions, if Delta School were to work on discovering and
articulating a shared meaning that tapped into a mutual intentionality - where all
stakeholders were imaginatively anticipating and participating in the future

of

the school - the directing action of mission would be able to move forward to
address some of the resource and community power issues that tend to plague

charter schools. The shared vision would then become a galvanrzing force to
manifest and to

fulfill the school's goals.

While all schools' primary puryose is to increase student success (whether
academic, social, emotional, or all of the above), this in and of itself is too broad

for a successful mission (Marshall et al., 2004). The mission must specify how it

will achieve student success in relation to the school's philosophy, or meaning
(Marshall et al., 2004). It is knowing where the school is going and having a plan
that counts; i.e., a discernible path that is followed as part of the school's larger

philosophy (Maxcy,2001). While there are a wide variety of educational
philosophies and approaches, as long as a school possesses a philosophy

of

education that is informed by educational research and its philosophy is an
essential part of the mission, the school can be successful (Marshall et al., 2004).

ln recent research, schools with

a common, shared

direction that possessed a close

match between philosophy of education and daily activities resulted in high levels

of student success (Marshall et aI.,2004).
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Ideally, the overall vision of the school sets priorities, guides decisions,
and focuses on what really matters in the organization (Manasse, 1985). More

often than not, the difficulty in executing a school's mission is not in the choices

it makes rn what to do but becomes most apparent in the decision s of what not to

do. It is a process by which school leadership

and members continually refine the

vision of the possible and work toward furning that into reality (Manasse, 1985).
Current research supports that a strong or robust school vision is necessary

to catalyze school members toward implementation of that mission and achieving
challenging goals (Licata & Harper, 2001). The ease of achieving this however,
as is seen

in this study, is rather difficult. As Licata and Harper (2001) so vividly

illustrate, "Even when visions are produced with apparently competent leadership
and the

full involvement of the school's faculty and others, they sometimes find

their way more easily to a quiet grave in the school policy manual rather than to
constructive teacher efforts toward implementation" (p. 7-8).

To combat this potential funeral procession and to create a strong,
common school vision, three steps are necessary: vision exchange, vision

internalization, and vision sacrifice (Greenfield et al., L992). The first step
consists of articulating a school vision and openly exchanging views with others

regarding its reahzatron (Greenfield et al., 1992). Indeed, "there is evidence to
suggest teachers are more

likely to support

a school vision when

it is the outcome

of an authentic exchange of views among principal, teachers, and others" (Licata
et

aI.,2001,p.7). This exchange could also be considered a forum or
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commonwealth: arenas of debate and discussion that expands dialogue to include
the meaning of the common good (Terry, 1993).

The second step is persuading teachers and others in the school

community to internalize and incorporate this vision into daily conduct
(Greenfield et al., 1992). However, crafting the mission together does not
guarantee that participants

will internalizethe mission to make it a reality (Licata

& Harper, 2001). This internalization

instead may be achieved in conjunction

with the final step: encouraging teachers and other school members to make
personal sacrifices towards the rcahzation of the mission (Greenfield et al., 1992).

In terms of the action wheel, I would argue that these personal sacrifices

fall into the category of power where school members are so committed to
accomplishing the mission that they are willing to pay the opporfunity costs it

requires. In order for this level of commitment to occur, school stakeholders must
both believe in the underlying educational philosophy or meaning of the mission
and have trust in the school's leadership (Marshall et al., 2004

& Sun,2004).

"Eventually, others in the organtzation are able to set their own priorities to make
them consistent with the larger vision. This is the process through which

commitment to the vision evolves, and with it a sense of organizational identity
and integrity," (Manasse, 1985,

p. 162). With both a shared meaning and trust

amongst stakeholders in place, schools would then able to create a strong school

vision, resulting in higher levels of organizational health and student success
(Marshall et al., 2004 & Sun, 2004).
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Philosophy
To clarify, this first component to stakeholder commitment, philosophy, is not

a

school of thought approach to education (Idealism, Realism, Pragmatism, etc.),

nor is it a set of recommendations; rather the school's philosophy is the manner in
which the organization addresses and solves its problems and the systemic way it
views itself and its mission (Maxcy,2001). I would then contend, that this type of
philosophy is part of the diagnostic tool of the action wheel and what Terry
(1993) defines as an orienting metaphor: the meaning, stories, pictures, and

framework that direct mission and allow it to be shared.

A shared vision is the answer to the question, 'What do we want to
create?' Just as personal visions are picfures or images people carry in

their heads and hearts, so too are shared visions pictures that people
throughout an organization carry. They create a sense of commonality
that permeates the organization and gives coherence to diverse

activities.. . Shared visions derive their power from a common caring. ln
fact, we have to come to believe that one of the reasons people seek to

build shared visions is their desire to be connected in an important
undertaking. (Senge, 1990, p. 206).

Trust
The second key to stakeholder commitment, as mentioned earlier, is trust. Part

of

a school leader's authenticity is that her leadership is based on philosophical

beliefs about teaching and learning (Marshall et al., 2004). Teachers who view
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their principal as inconsistent or in-authentic, have a decreased trust of and
damaged relationship with the principal (Sun,2004). The strong school leader,

whether a board of directors, teacher-leader, or principal, articulates and "sells"
the vision that addresses both conscious and unconscious needs, values, and

emotions of those who follow her (Sun,2004). This authenticity and strong

vision as seen by school members creates the necessary trust between leaders and
educational members to create a successful organization. Indeed, the education

of

students improves when there exist trusting relationships between teachers,

administration and other members of the school community (Marshall et al.,
2004).

It is this interrelated sense of trust between multiple stakeholder groups, or
relational trust, that allows school change to more easily take place and develop
throughout the school since trust decreases the sense of risk associated with
change (Bryk

& Schneider, 2003 &

Louis

,2007).

Indeed, relational trust allows

for more experimentation and innovation in school practices (Bryk & Schneider,
2003 & Louis ,2007), a key component in many charter schools. Interestingly, in
schools where there exist high levels of trust, teachers find the missions

motivating and alive (Louis,2007). [n terms of school change, the current levels
and patterns of trust in a school are either reinforced (high levels of trust) or
exacerbated (low levels of trust) when change is introduced (Louis, 2007).

This relational trust, when it exists in high levels, then makes it possible for
stakeholders to dedicate their energies to making the mission possible. But trust
and shared meaning are not enough: there must also be power - a commitment to
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continuous development and reinforcement of the mission to maintain momentum

(Marshall et al., 2004 & Schwahn & Spady, 1998). Like any learning venture,
creating and incorporating a shared mission into daily activities is not something
to be accomplished in one or fwo days. It must be supported, re-visited, reflected
upon, and revised in order to become ingrained in the school culture (Marshall et
al., 2004). For teachers in particular, their commitment to a school vision may be
more closely linked to their confidence in their professional expertise (Greenfield
et al., 1992). This commitment increased by aligning teacher and professional

development to the school's mission (Marshall et al., 2004 & Schwahn

&

Spady,

1998). "If school accountability is supported by vision and leadership, schools
can

link student outcomes, instructions, and decision-making to an overarching-

plan." (Thornton et aI., 2007, p. 52).
Educational research has shown that trust and trustworthiness exists in
order for school success to be possible. This mutual trust must be present for

collaborative leadership: the support of others to become involved in the planning
and implementation of educational processes (Marshall, 2004). The reason

collaborative leadership is important is that it is the only way for long-term,
sustained school improvement to occur (Hallinger, 2004). Moreover, trust

between administration, teachers, and the school community must exist to create
an organizational environment that supports risk-taking and innovation, necessary

elements to further drive the school to achieving success (Bryk
2003; Hoy & Tschannen-Moran, 1999

8{,

&

Schneider,

Louis, 2007).
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0rganizational Health
With this in mind, Delta School may alleviate some of its struggles if it applied
sharp focus for professional development and other activities that

a

fit with the

school's overarching vision. As discussed earlier, while the school staff regularly
participated in professional development, the efforts were spread across a wide
variety of educational initiatives and varied, or lacked, in focus. Again, this
absence of clarity may also be a symptom of too broad of a mission. Regardless,

this sweeping, shotgun approach to professional development may be an indicator
that the overall health of the school was deficient. Schools high in organizatiorral
health participate in activities that closely match the school's purpose "so that the

primary focus for training [is] to develop the organizational culture to
successfully implement the purpose of the organization" (Marshall et a1.,2004, p.
I 88).

One measure of organizational health as it applies to schools is: a school's

ability to adapt to its environment, maintain cohesion among organizational
members, and accomplish goals (Licata & Harper, 2001). Schools identified as
healthy "tend to successfully meet the challenges of adapting to uncertainty in

their internal and external environments" (Licata & Harper,200l, p. 10). Healthy
schools also tend to possess a robust school vision (Licata & Harper, 2001).

Environmental robustness in schools produces positive attitudes toward school in
sfudents

. " ...a robust school vision is a view of a more desirable future that is

relatively high in dramatic content for teachers," and consists of "authentic
involvement" rather than "simple compliallce" (Licata & Harper,200l, p. 9).

48

lndeed, there exists a significant positive correlation between teacher perception

of the robustness of school mission and student achievement and attendance
(Greenfield et al., 1992, p.3).
Where continuous improvement is an integrated system in the school rather
than discrete management, schools achieve higher levels of success (Marshall et
aL,2004

& Pritchard & Marshall,2002). Conversely,

schools weak in

organizational health do not display any particular vision or direction; teachers
and administrators have individual ideas of quality education, and what teaching
and learning methods would be implemented and evaluated (Marshall et al, 2004).

The importance then, of a clear and comprehensive mission that aligns individuals

in a school around a common meaning is significant; it not only affects the
orgaflization's success in achieving its mission, but also impacts the overall health
of the school.
Schools with strong organizational health also exhibit strong constancy of
purpose, focused on high-quality teaching and student learning (Marshall et al.,

2004). The particular focus is not important to the school's health, but instead
that the school's distinct purpose and vision is embraced by each individual

(Marshall et al., 2004). In healthy schools the focus is developed internally and
reinforced by concerted efforts in staff development (Marshall et al., 2004). This
may be because schools with high levels of organizational health based decisions
on philosophical beliefs about teaching and learning (Marshall et al., 2004). In
schools measured as possessing high organizational health "a common, shared

direction focused on student learning was evident, with a close fit between
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philosophy and activities" (Marshall et a1.,2004, p. 187). What this indicates is
that when the meaning (philosophy), direction (mission), and activities (power)
are aligned, schools

will

achieve higher levels of health and success.

As typical with smaller and more autonomous orgaflrzations, charter
schools' ability to adapt and change is considerable (U.S. Department of

Education,2004). lndeed, this is one of the main arguments for support of charter
schools. On the other hand, it seems likely that their smaller size makes them
more vulnerable to forces of school change whether they be internal or external.

While the results and implications in this paper are pertinent to the particular
school in this study, I believe some generalities for funher study can be

extrapolated. 1) The action wheel is a powerful tool for understanding and
achieving school change and is worth of further study in this respect. 2) The
semantic differential is a useful instrument for measuring stakeholder perception

of meaning and mission. Additional research employing a larger number of
schools and stakeholders and coupling the semantic differential with standardrzed

qualitative measurements would enhance interpretation of its results. 3)

Ultimately, school change is about the discrete entities of individual schools
comprised of a principal or principals, teachers, staff, students, and families,
capable of continuous learning and improvement (Thornton et a1.,2007).

By

focusing energies on aligning meaning, mission, and power, charter schools can
make positive changes that result in greater levels of student improvement and
SUCCESS
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Reflection
As a school navigates the myriad of educational initiatives, it is crucial that its
mission captivates, motivates, and directs its members in achieving its goals.
And it is the school's philosophy, or meaning, that makes the mission successful
by uniting teachers, administrators, students, staffi and families around an
orienting metaphor. In this process, the action wheel is a valuable tool to help
maneuver the bumpy course of school change: helping school leaders direct

their focus of attention on the causes, not the symptoms, in order to find
solutions.

Looking back, Delta School struggled to create a unified front because all
stakeholders did not share the meaning behind its mission. ln reflection, there are
pieces to the school's story that stand out as it searches for that meaning.

After

data was collected for this study, the school participated in several workshops that

identified three aspects of their mission that were present in the majority of their
efforts: an education for sfudents that is personaltzed, flexible, and focuses on
accountability.
These three components reflect the story of Delta School and its students.

The school's role was to meet sfudents where they were at and get them to where
they needed to go next: 4-year college, tech school, the military, or cosmetology
school, with diploma in hand and the social/emotional resources to be successful
once they

left. Teachers, staff, and administrators worked tirelessly to make this

happen and graduation was an extraordinary event celebrated by everyone, for
each student; even students who graduated mid-year were given mini-celebrations
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at the

school. What unfolds from these anecdotes is an orienting metaphor of

journey: a story that represents the common caring that all members of the
school's leadership possessed for its students.
I believe that as Delta School looks to answer the meaning-shaping
question of what do we want to create, it should look to this journey metaphor.

This metaphor represents the journey each student takes to reach the school, the
guidance and support the school provides its students and families as they fulfiII
one part of their

journey - high school graduation - and the necessary

preparation for the next journey in their lives. lndeed, one of the favorite
allegories of the director at Delta School was The Star Thrower (adapted from

Eiseley's 1978 essay) and it provides a telling and potentially galvanizing
metaphor for the school:

A traveler was walking for miles along
saw someone. It was a woman far

a

white sand beach when he finally

off walking toward him. As he watched

her she stopped walking and rolled up her sleeves. Then she picked up a
starfish and threw it into the ocean. He watched as she diligently worked
at scooping up starfish and throwing one by one back into the sea.

After an extended time and curious, he asked, "What are you doing
with the starfish?" The woman replied, "When the tide goes out it leaves
these starfish stranded all over this beach. They

will dry up and die before

the tide comes back --- so I am throwing them back into the sea where

they can live."
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The traveler then asked her, "But this beach is miles long and there
are thousands upon thousands of stranded starfish, most

will die before

you reach them. Do you really think throwing a few starfish back into the
ocean is really going to make a difference?"

The woman pickedlrp a starhsh and looked at the man and then at
the starfish. She then drew back her arm and gave a mighty throw with the
starfish landing in the waves. She turned to the man and said, "It makes a
difference to that one."

This metaphor captures the school's focus and dedication to each individual
sfudent and the school's mission to provide a personalized and flexible
education that takes into account the students' previous educational journeys:
setting them up for success in their endeavors after high school. By no means is

this metaphor the answer to the school's challenges, but perhaps it can provide

a

beginning, a rallying point that represents the shared, orienting meaning of the
school and its stakeholders.
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